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The US and Mexico have resolved to address their differences regarding immigration by forming a
high-level commission to recommend policies on this contentious issue. The commitment to create
the commission was about the only concrete development that came out of the summit between
Presidents Vicente Fox and George W. Bush in Guanajuato in mid-February.
The commission will examine such proposals as an expanded guest-worker program in the US and
granting legal status to undocumented Mexicans now working in the US. "Migration is one of the
major ties that bind our societies," said the text of a proposal released during the Bush-Fox summit.
"We believe that Mexico should make the most of the skills and productivity of its workers at home.
But we agree there should be an orderly framework for migration which ensures humane treatment,
legal security, and dignified labor conditions."
The commission will be co-chaired by Mexican Foreign Relations Secretary Jorge Castaneda and
Interior Secretary Santiago Creel Miranda and by US Secretary of State Colin Powell and US
Attorney General John Ashcroft. But analysts say the two countries will have to overcome major
differences on how much the US should relax its restrictions on Mexican migrants.
Fox has gone as far as to propose that Mexico and the US adopt an open-border policy within the
framework of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). "US officials...have come to
recognize that the United States needs Mexican workers to enable its economy to grow at 5% a
year and to keep inflation rates below 2%," Fox told reporters at an economic summit in Davos,
Switzerland.
The Bush administration, while open to easing restrictions on Mexican immigrants, is facing
strong pressure from ultraconservative groups in the US that strongly supported Bush in the
November 2000 election, not to give up too much in immigration talks with Mexico. Mark Miller,
an immigration-policy expert at the University of Delaware, said Fox's proposal has little chance of
becoming US law in the near or medium term. "
At this moment it is hard to envision an open border in the context of current relations," Miller said
at a conference sponsored by the Colegio de Mexico and the Instituto Nacional de Migracion (INM).

Expatriates important to Mexican economy
Still, the decision to cooperate on immigration issues is especially important to the Fox
administration. Mexican expatriates, a large percentage of whom are undocumented immigrants,
provide a significant boost to the Mexican economy, sending billions of dollars to relatives back
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home. The daily business newspaper El Financiero says Mexican expatriates sent US$6 billion to
Mexico in 2000, or about 4% of the total earnings in Mexico's current account that year.
The funds sent back by expatriates compare favorably with those generated by the tourism and
petroleum sectors, which accounted for 3.5% and 6.2% of the current account respectively. The
amount sent back by expatriates has grown steadily in recent years, from only US$3.6 billion in
1995 to close to US$6 billion in both 1999 and 2000 (see SourceMex, 2000-04-12, 2000-11-08). "This
amount would be greater if the labor sector had not been left out of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA)," said El Financiero.

Commission expected to study US border tactics
The new immigration commission is expected to consider Mexico's complaints about the overly
restrictive policies employed by the US Border Patrol and the Immigration and Naturalization
Service (INS) at the border. Mexican government officials and human rights advocates have long
complained about the US government's Operation Gatekeeper and Operation Guardian, which
increased patrols at traditional border crossings to deter illegal immigration. As a result of tighter
enforcement at the border, the annual number of undocumented immigrants arrested by the Border
Patrol has increased to about 1.6 million in 2000 from about 1.1 million in 1992.
Still, the Border Patrol and other law-enforcement agencies report that fewer undocumented
immigrants have been arrested in the early part of this year. The number of undocumented
immigrants taken into custody during January was down about one-third compared with the same
month in 2000, the Border Patrol reported in early February.
Authorities and immigration experts said the decline was the result of a combination of factors,
including public- service campaigns in Mexico warning immigrants about the dangers of crossing
in remote areas and Fox's pledge to create more jobs at home. But increased vigilance at traditional
crossing points has forced many immigrants to try to cross into the US at alternate and often more
dangerous locations, resulting in increased deaths (see SourceMex, 1998-08-12, 1999-02-03, 199909-01).
The California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation says the tighter restrictions caused the deaths of
306 undocumented workers in 1999 and 475 in 2000. Guest-worker proposal comes under fire As a
short-term step, the commission is expected to consider proposals to expand worker programs to
allow Mexicans to obtain seasonal employment in the US, primarily in agricultural activities. "We
need to create 1.3 million new jobs per year to accommodate the annual growth in the work force,"
said Juan Hernandez, Fox's principal advisor on immigration issues. "We think a guest-worker
program would benefit both countries."
One of the first proposals the commission is considering is a controversial plan presented by Sen.
Phil Gramm (R-TX) to allow up to 250,000 Mexicans to receive short-term visas to carry out farm
work and other manual labor. Gramm's proposal was denounced by the 12 members of the US
Congressional Hispanic Caucus, who visited Mexico in mid- February.
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Rep. Luis Gutierrez (D-IL), a members of the caucus, raised concerns that the Gramm plan would
promote "slavery and exploitation" and said it is reminiscent of the bracero programs employed by
the US from the early 1940s to the mid-1960s, where Mexicans received temporary visas to work on
farms and railroads.
Charges of abuse and deadly workplace accidents were common by the time the program was
discontinued in 1964. "A new bracero program would make existing immigrants third-class
citizens," said caucus member Rep. Hilda Solis (D- CA).
As an alternative to Gramm's plan, the caucus has proposed a guest-worker program that offers
permanent resident status to farm workers who have worked three consecutive years in the US.
"Our proposal...is collectively much stronger that what is now being promoted by Sen. Gramm in
what would appear to be a friendly gesture to Mexico, but is not," said Rep. Robert Menendez (DNJ).
The Hispanic Caucus' proposal is very much in line with a bipartisan plan introduced by Rep.
Howard Berman (D-CA), which would eventually provide visas to 150,000 guest workers and ease
restrictions for undocumented agricultural workers who have resided in this country for several
years to apply for legal US residence. Jorge Santibanez, rector of the Colegio de la Frontera Norte in
Tijuana, urged the US to take the more humane approach in developing the guest-worker program.
"The approach must be long term and integrated," Santibanez told the Mexico City Englishlanguage newspaper The News. "It should include work visas, family unification visas, a whole
package."
An independent panel assembled by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and the
Instituto Tecnologico Autonomo de Mexico (ITAM) went a step further, suggesting that the US
consider removing Mexico and Canada from the normal immigration formula that restricts the
number of visas available to citizens of any one country. The panel, consisting of 15 members each
from the US and Canada, presented its conclusions in separate press conferences in Washington
and Mexico City the day before the Bush-Fox summit.
Panelists also called on Bush and Fox to work to improve the treatment of Mexican migrants
by making visas and legal status more widely available and seeking an end to punitive antiimmigration measures applied at the border. "Legalization measures enable employers to enjoy
a more stable work force, families to remain united, individuals to secure social protections and
over time, immigrants to fully incorporate into and participate in their communities," the report
concluded.
The long-term solution to reduce the flow of undocumented workers to the US is to eradicate
poverty in Mexico, immigrant advocates and analysts say. Mexico needs to increase investments
in infrastructure, improve social policies, eradicate poverty, and generally improve the standard
of living for the most marginalized segments of society, said University of Delaware immigration
expert Mark Miller. (Sources: The Fort Worth Star-Telegram, 02/07/01; The San Diego UnionTribune, 01/24/01, 01/25/01, 01/31/01; The San Jose Mercury-News, 02/12/01; Notimex, 01/17/01,
01/28/01, 02/13/01; Excelsior, Reuters, 02/14/01; El Financiero, 02/14/01, 02/15/01; The New York
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Times, 02/03/01, 02/16/01; Los Angeles Times, 02/15/01, 02/17/01; The Washington Post, 02/16/01,
02/17/01; Proceso, 02/18/01; El Economista, 02/19/01; The News, 01/26/01, 01/30/01, 02/15- 17/01,
02/20/01; The Christian Science Monitor, 02/20/01; El Universal, 01/11/01, 01/29/01, 02/21/01; The
Dallas Morning News, 01/11/01, 02/15/01, 02/16/01, 02/21/01; Associated Press, 02/06/01, 02/17/01,
02/18/01, 02/21/01; Reforma, 02/16/01, 02/21/01; Novedades, 02/19/01, 02/21/01; La Cronica de Hoy,
02/21/01)
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